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int^r-organizat ional relationship ( IOR), wherein two or more 
independent organizations agree to pool their authority, resources, 
and energies in order to achieve the goals they desire* indicators of 
IOR effectiveness are clustered into four major categories : ~ 
organizational situations, structural characteristics , relational 
characteristics,, and process characteristics. Organizational 
* characteristics conducive to a collaborative IOR include the 
existence 6f potential resources, a generally cooperative' 
environment , and .congruence between the organization's goals and IOR 
goals. ^Structural characteristics of IORs include coordinating* 
mechanisms, demographic conditions, and resource contributions* „ 
Relational characteristics of IORs include, interact ions among 
individual represfentatives *of member j organizations , and complex and 
multiple ties at various levels. Process characteristics of IORs 
include degree of formality, features of the exchange process, and 
patterns of influence. Evaluations of IORs need to' attend to, these 
four components in the paradigm, (BW) 
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EVALUATING- INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

The Context • * 

The federal role In education has changed dramatically over" the past ^ * 

three years, and will continue to do so, as the administration of educational 
functions and "programs is delegated to the states and locals* It has been 
predicted that this change will signifieantly effect school improvement 
activities, because it was the federal education system that had the opportu- 
nity, interest, ab11ity>and resources to engage in improvement efforts. 

There ha$ been some eastern, however, about the readiness and. willingness 
of state governments to assume these additional responsibilities for school 
improvement, Brtckell posits a cogent explanation 'when he suggests that " ... . ■ 
the primary role of government agencies is to assure the minimum behavior of. 
Individuals and organisations needed to keep the society running*, * (therefore, 
they)virtually never appropriate money for administrative agencies ^to conduct 
general-purpose, broadband, unfocused efforts to Improve general behaviors of 
individuals or, organizations beyond s&me acceptable minimum." 

Although local school districts differ widely in their interest and ability 
to develop a substantive school improvement agenda, they too are, governed . by 
boards that tend to enable or regulate 'minimum behavior. In addition, they 
are facing serious problems that interfere, with" their maintaining a lev$1 of V. 
organizational health conducive to growth and .change, Decl iping enrollmerfts, 
financial crises, serious, staff morale problems and public dissatisfaction with 
educational outcomes have forced the local schools to deal with Issues of orga- 
nizatlonal survival, rather than growth or renewal* 

Within the educational system there are a number of organizations that ' 
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either have engaged in, or that have the potential, to contribute to school 

improvement efforts; They include regional education agencies (REAs) and 

■ . 3 - 

schools, colleges and departments^ of education (SCDEs), In addition, the 

» • 

.business and industry sectors have demonstrated an Interest in school improve- 

ment. In essence, the responsibility for the Improvement of conditions of 
professional practice in the public schools has nqjw shifted almost completely 
to these agencies and to the local schools themselves,- Importantly, neither - 
the local schools nor these sal lent agencies in their environment appear to 
ha^e* the resources and/ or the capacity to engage in school improvement efforts 
independently, 

Therefore,! a major challenge now confronts the current organizational 
actors in school Improvement efforts. "REAs, SCDEs and Industry/business orga- 
nizations need to find ways to connect with the local schools during each phase 
of an improvement effort. Similarly, local school systems need to develop 
viable procedures that will enabfe them to interact with and optimally use. the 
resources of these other agencies in order to- conduct improvement activities . - 

These Steeds have fostered a growing interest* in the. research community in de- * * 

■ - • x . • 

signing mutually satisfying 1nter-organ1zat1onal a^rangefflents: that would facili- 
* \ '■■ - • % 5 - " ^ * .' 

tate successful school improvement efforts. In practice s developing forma,! 

inter-organizational relationships among collaborating organizations has be- 
come a feasible and viable strategy for accomp.l 1 sJiing, educafi onal improvement 
efforts . In addition, haying the* ability to design and evaluate such inter- 
organi2ational structures and processes will enable^ us to move beyond attending* 
to procedures - ang*;tq ■concentrate- ort determining the effectiveness of the actual 
improvements that We wish' to institutionalize, . 
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. ' T he Problem 

This piper presents a parlfdignrfor evaluating an increasingly important 

"organizational arrangement wherein two or more independent organisations agree 

to pool their authority 5 resources and energies in order to" achieve a goal or ^ 

goals they desire. These arrangem - .., , called inter-organizational relation- 

ships (IORs) in this paper, also appear under the names of collaboratives, 

* ' - $ 

cooperatives, coalitions and consortia, Studies of IORs have been conducted in 

* " . , * . ** 

the fields of health, social welfare* rural community development, municipal 
* ' . ' * - 7 « 

governments, business and rehabilitation, ^as well as in education. 

Current I0R research .has , for the^most part, treated relationships among 
organizations as properties, of organizations, Although that approach adds a 
dimension to organizational analysis, it falls tt) help us understand *the inter- 
organizational field. My research focuses on inter-organizational behavior as 
a relational attribute, as well as an organizational property. Data has been 
analyzed as representative of the relationship among organizations, rather than 
as simply representative of Individual member organizations. This work derives 
from observation and in-depth interviews conducted with participants in two types* 
of Vol untary inter-organizational relationships: Massachusetts IORs formed^ by 
school districts to deliver specialized programs and services, and a University- 
school system IOR formed to deliver administrative training to pubTic school 

* 8 / 

practitioners in Maryland, ^ 

The conceptual problem Is tp think about the great variety of possible rela- 
tlons and 4 transactions that may occur among different organizations. It is my % 
thesis that successful Inter-organizational relationships have a collaborative 
focus --that is, because member organizations define themselves as Interdependent 
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they ag ^ 0a 1 , , jt in a shared decision-making process in order to 

*accomp~ is* # ne f';„.. and goals of the I OR, Member organizations structure 

the re if n ' creating a new organizational entity, with its own director 

staff • This new organization becomes the vehicle through which 

member . Lions accomplish IOR goals, with all parties assuming mutual 

^ * _ : 

and equitw'c esponsibil ity for IOR planning and operations* The major 

question^ becomes how can we structure and manage the interaction among IOR 
, - / - -. ■* 

member organizations, and between the IOR and its member organizations, in orde 

to Insure collaboration. .. ' m / " ' . ' * . . 

VFhe Evaluation Paradigm 

This paradigm for evaluation* directs attention to the prior organizational' 
situations of members of the IOR, and then delineates structural, relational 
and process characteristics of successful* lORs. Finally, the attention of the 
audience is directed to local level characteristics,- An analytic framework is 
^presented for 'designing evaluations of effective IORs . 

jo reiterate, the goal of Inter-organizational arrangements is to .create a 
defined interdependent among member organizations and a perceived commonal ity 
of purpose,* goals, interests or clients that allows them to col raborateMn 
joint programs, True collaboration, or shared decision-making, is the most -■ 
difficult and most powerfully predictive element" in the design and operations 
of effective inter-organizational relationships, m , . 
Prior Situations of IOR members 

Jhere arm a number of organizational characteristics and properties that 
are conducive to. an individual organization^ ability to design and conduct 
an inter-organizational relationship that has a collaborative focus. The first 
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of. these is the existence of potential resources that may be gathered In the 
Interests o-f I0R programs and functions, In some cases, the expanded goals of 
an I OR may permit capturing of external resources that are unavailable to any 
individual member of the collaborative, In addition, even though organ i za- 
tions may not be able to make major financial contributions to the I OR efforts 
people, programs^ allocation of time as well as high level administrative en- 
dorsement all may constitute significant internal resource contributions by 
member organizations to a successful IOR. ■- * ' . 

■A second "characteristic that is significant In determining the success of 
IQR efforts is the general cooperative, environments of individual member organl- 
zations. Incentives and/or supports, other than resources* for engaging In 
vol untary .col 1 aborati ve relationships may be available from governmental agencies* 
regional planning groups or from public policy programs* Organization internal 
reward systems may provide personal or group incentives that would encourage 
personnel to participate in I OR activities . Futhermore, some potential members 
have a history of accompl ishing some goals through outreach activities and inter- 
organizational arrarfgements ¥ This predisposition to interact pith other organisa- 
tions will contribute to the potential success of 4 new joint effort, 

' The amount of congruence between individual organization goal s and the I0R 
superordiriate goal is the third factor in the prior situation that facilitates 
successful collaborative Interactions'* Indeed* a necessary condition for I0R 
effectiveness is agreement by all member orgarii zations on a superordlnate goal — 
that is, a common purpose that each of the parties can agree to accomplish jointly 
through the ireter-organizational arrangement, As a general guideline, the pri- 
mary purpose for each member in' joining the I0R shoul d be directly related to * 
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Its own internal operations and rtiirissidn in order to sacure commitment, 
extension, the lOR's superordi natese goals ard functions are defined as being 
of immediate and recognizable utjl tl ity to member organizations ■ individual . 
missions - . • 

All of these properties Of iftndividual organizations prior to partf cipa- 
ting in an Inter-organizational relationship have the potential to positively 
influence the collaborative focus of the I0R and thenby cause it to be successful* 
Structural Characteristics of IQR s a_ 

\ Structural characteristics of* 3 * I0RS include types of coordinating mechanisms; 
demographic conditions, including i homogeneity, geographic location and si2e; and 
resource contributions, * ■ 

Selection of an appropriate cg-oordinating mechanism is influenced )>y a number 
of cultural and organizational* ftctstors* . ^embers may chose" to formalize the joint 

effort by the development of a con* tract that clarifies each member's role re-* 

■ . „ 9 

sponsibilities and organizational o domain. Members may plan activities coopera- 

' / * A 1 

tively* with an agreement that the joint activity belongs primarily to bne member . 

. .. . , . . \ 

Another option is for members to cncreate a new organizational entity, viWtiln which 

11 

they plan, and conduct all activitiaes and functions collaboratively, The latter 
coordinating mechanism is most conducive, to establishing an effective collabor- 
ative I0R, As/the* relationship mafcttures. however, I0R functions increase arid 10R 
interactions becomi more complijc* Under those conditions, a number of different 
coordinating mechanisms may be addead so that the I OR can remain effectlvre, ■ 

Structural properties of eff e c-tive ICRs ire also Influenced by de ma gra phic 

• ' _ - -- — - — .12 

conditions. They are composed of n members with similar organizational structures. 

If the composition of membership ffi n these structurally similar organizations Is 
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homogeneous, there will be more opportunities for sharing information in the 
10R about each member 1 s g oal /^v^s er v i c e s . a n d -resources --a necessary condition 

for collaborative interaction. In addition, several studies have confirmed the • 

" 13 
Importance of I OR members being located in coontiguous geographic regions, 

Ease of access of organizational members to <»each other facilitates the expansion 

of IOR functions and increases the opportunity for multiple linkages being formed 

among the participants. These are also necessary conditions for effective collar 

f boration, Finally, the stee of an, TOR in/1 usances, its success. % In general , size 

" should be compatibl e with member organizatior-ns ' abilities to make cooperative 

decisions when required. It would also appear that the appropriate size of an 

IOR is most dependent upon both the amount resources available to support IOR 

functions, and by extension, whether or not r— eso.urce contributions are*a r&- 

qui r erne nt for IOR membership. " . 

>. The conditions under which resource c gnteributions , are made to the IOR* as 
well as the degree of flexibility that is used to assess such contributions is 
the fljjal property of J OR structures that influences effectiveness. Direct finan- 
cial contributions to an inter-organizational arrangement — even in very small 
sums— demonstrates commitment to the IOR initiative. In addition,* member orga- 
nizations must be willing to reinterpret the importance of available resources 
both in terms of fiscal flexibility and recognition of legitimate, evolving # 
contributions in kind, n 

In order to get a complete assessment pf= IOR jsf feet iveness , data that de- 
scribes the relationships among IOR members - nd the relationship between the IOR 

and its member organizations must also be cqI Tec ted. In general , the interaction 

■ * ■ ■ * . ~ ■ * 

—processes in successful lORs are delineated i n such a way that each member organl- 
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zation has an equitable opportunity to participate in .the collaborative decision*' 

makirfg process. * . ■ ; 

' 'h "■ : : 

Relational Characteristics of* IORs - 

Relational characteristic of IORs Include both the nature of the involvement 
.of Individual representatives of member organizations and the extent' to which 
multiple and complex ? fries are formed between and among the organizational partici- 
pants, , Member organizations appoint individual representatives to the FOR, who 
typically constitute an advisory or policy board for the collaborative. 

In practice, the interactions that occur among individual representatives 
of member organizations are very com pi ex . TOrts are designed by people who carry 
with them to the interaction a set of personal agenda. Moreover, the same individ- 
uals will function at some times in a personal role and at _, other~t1mes in an "orga-~ 

ni zation representational role, In fact, these Individuals typically, usre their 

* ■* * 

participation in the IOR as a means to accomplish personal goals In their home orga- 
nizations At the same time* when these Individuals serve in an organizational role 
they function In the IOR interaction as supporters of the IOR, as advocates for 
their own organizations* needs, and as protectors of their own organizations - 
domains, Thus, they bring to the inter-organizational relationship two sets of ex-\ 
pectations: the fi r rst relates to their own independent organizational goal s ; and 
the second relates to their interest in sustaining the inter-organizatibnal arrange- 
men t , Importantly, there are instances "When these two sets of competing role ex-? . 

pectations are not congruent and do not allow them to make decisions that are 1n 

, } ' \ 14 " 

the best Interests of the joint effort. Such dissonance in the individual orga- 
nization representatives Interferes with successful collaboration, and therefore 
with IOR effectiveness* .. 
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■ Artothar indicator of ^dysfunction in the I0R would be an over-reliance on 
personal rel onshlps between and -among, policy board members to sustain inter- 

" ■ ^ ' f v " . . . r> 

organizational ties. This information car? be ascertained by the frequency wi€h 

' . ■ ■ ■ •■ ' _ ; ' ... • \ _ * 

which individual representatives view their, participation in the 10^ as a part 

of their personal roles rather than their organization representationajOjol e. 



-I n^addition Ts collaboration vfil> become disrupted when the role incu^ef^s (current 
-representatives) fc from some or all of the' participating organizations w £l¥fSnge, 
Successful collaborative efforts circumvent .these unanticipated consequences of 



dependence on particular individual s to Insure member -commitment to t|e IOR, first 
by using a formal I OR organizational structure as the coordinating mechanism . 
Second, jt he development of complex and multiple ties at various levels of 
- the parti di pati ng organ iza t i on s o bv iates_ thi s_ov er^rel 1 a nee o n _s pec 1 f 1c Individual s 
to, foster a collaborate level of interaction in the IOR. Indeed, several I0R 
studies Have indicated that Inter-organizational arrangements contain both single 
levej linkages and multiple level 1 Inkages among individuals in different positions 
in each organizational unit,. The greater the number of multiple linkages among V * 
IOR member organizations., the more that participants View tlie lOR^effort as success- 
ful — mostly, because^ more benefits accrue to the Individual organizations that they ■ 
attribute directly to their Involvement in the IOR. It should be noted that 
loosely *coupl ed connection^ among IOR member organizations are most conducive "to 

* " . ! ■ 16 . . '.; ' 

the development pf these mtfttlple and complex ties. Thus, effective lORs tend . ■ 
to tnitiate loosely coupled relationships^ among member IORs, rather than relying 
exclusively upon structural ties* ^In sum, de v e 1 o p i ng a v a r 1 e ty-o f bo t h forma 1 and 
informal ties with each member organization In the IOR facilitates the development _ 
of a collaborative or shared decision-making process In the 1nter-organ1zat1onal V. 
arrangement. * ■ m < • , \ " 
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Process Characteristics of lORs 

— __ — . — - — t — . — "» ' ■ * * ^ 

• The final component of the evaluation paradigm focuses on the characteristics 

of interaction processes in effective lORs. Process characteristics delude de- 

gree of formal ity, features of the exchange process and patterns of influence. 

Formal Ity is defined as the extent to which each member organization has 

officially sanctioned its participation in the ^1 OR. IOR interaction processes are 

influenced by the degree of formality present in the inter-organizational arrange- 

ment In two ways. First, representatives of* organizations thatt have* 7 formal ly 

sanctioned 10^ membership tend to have stronger; bargaining positions wherr negotiating 



an inter-organizational' agreement* That is; they speak with the strength of their 

own 'organizations 1 support.; Second, the formal ity of IOR membership aids individual 

representatives when they servfe^as advocates of IOR activities in their home orga- - ' 

nHzations~~~T"hat" isr they-speal^i&ith the strength of IOR consensus^, Similarly, 

litter-organizational relationships are considered to have a high degree of formality 

whan participating" organizations off ^cial ly sanction their involvement in an inter- 

1 - • 17 _ 

organizational arrangement. My research jiar indicated that successful lORs are 

compoied^^rganlzatibns that * have -each IFormal ized their participation in the 

I0R> - ^ , \ \ 

A second process characteristic of IORs Is the exchange process , IOR members 
exchange foods and services with other participating organizations in ^the collabor- 
ative arrangement, there are several aspects of the exchange process that Influ- - 
ence the degree of col 1 a*bora ti ve interaction that can be ^attained in an IOR* 
First, features of the exchange process need to be standardized, That.Js-i tJDth 
the units of exchange and the procedure for making the exchange need to be clearly 
delineated. In addition, attaining a reasonable degree of standardization in IOR 
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interactions is a pre-requisite to the establishment of a formal coordinating 
mechanism for the collaborative. 

The number of joint interactions and the amount of resources' (including 
people, programs, services and funds) that are allocated directly to the I0R by 
ea£h participating organization are both Indicators of the intensity of the ex- 
change process in an inter-organizational arrangement. Furthermore, the intensity 
of the exchange process that guides inter-organizational transactions is influ- 
enced both by the extent to which the terms of the exchange are mutually reached 
and by whether the exchanges are viewed as reciprocal * Thus , a collaborative 
inter-organizational relationship is also. defined by a voluntary and reciprocal * 
transfer of resources between and among member organizations* Further, all member 
organizations must 1 believe that "they, can make input that will be valued and used. 
In sum, collaborative arrangements depend u pbn standaro i zed , intense and reciprocal ' 
exchange behaviors. In effective IQRs, member organlzatlorrs-iise the exchange 5 pro- 

; . • . ^ • - .19 

cess as the basis upon which they transact the inter-organizational relationship. 

The third process characteristic Qf collaborative interactions is the patterns 
of influence present in the relationship. Effective collaborative arrangements 
will develop only when inter-organizational transactions are not dependent upon 
the use of power and status differentials among member organizations* Therefore, 
each member organization's domain must be acknowledged and consensus must be reached 
on organizational prerogatives in defining and accomplishing I OR goals and functions 
Domain consensus, or agreement about the appropriate role and scope of each member * 

organization In the inter-organizational arrangement, Is a necessary prerequisite 

20 

for building collaborative interaction processes, Importantly, agreement must 
be obtainedSbout both the domains that are to be shared and the domains that are 
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to.be reserved to each member organization. Therefore^ the achievement of domain 
consensus in the inter-organizational relationship may be dependent upon . clear 
understandings about the degree of compatibility of member organizations 1 goals, 
reference orientations and philosophies, , 

Lines of authority must be carefully delineated as another important pattern 
of influence in an Inter-organizational relationship, Benson has suggested that 
the primary reason to create an' IOR Is the pursuit of Increased authority and 

2i 

additional money, each of which is viewed as a resource by member organizations . 
Similarly* Huberman et . al . suggest that "It is important to Identify various sources 
of power in the int'erorganizational arrangement. . , Power can derive from an organi- 
zation 1 s structural position in the interorganizatlonal arrangement, as 'well as 

22 

from resource dependencies s expertness and/or 1 egitimacy . " Finally, organiza- 
tional participants in an IOR seek to form exchange relationships that cost the 

-23 

least in terms of autonomy and power/ In sum s successful lORs have deliberately 
identified supefordinate goals and interaction processes for the IOR that can 
obviate individual organizational concerns about the loss of autonomy and power, 

* Cone! usion 

This paper has presented an analytic framework that may be used to evaluate 
effective inier-organlzatlonal relations. Indicators of effectiveness are clustered 
Into four major categories * each of which represents a major component of the 
evaluation paradigm* Table 1 contains a brief outline or these components, (p. ia) 

Insert Table 1 
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Table 1 

Eval uation Paradi qm for Inter-organizational Rel ationshi ps 

ORGANIZATIONAL SITUATIONS PRIOR TO I0R MEMBERSHIP 

© existence of potential resources 

a general cooperative environment 

s congruence between member and IQR goals 
STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF IORS 

b coordinating mechanisms «• 

m w -rnbgraphic conditions (hornGysneityf loCation 5 size) 

• resource contributions . 
RELATIONAL CHARACTERISTIC? OF IORS 

a Involvement of Individual representatives 

Y 

• complex and multiple organizational ties 
PROCESS CHARACTERISTICS OF IORS 

degree of formality 

• the exchange process (standardization, intensity, reciprocity) 
§ patterns of influence (domain consensus , authority , -power) 

N 
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Evaluations of IORs need to attend to the four components In the paradigm 
Each of the components will provide the evaluator with discrete sets of data 
about (i) organizational properties prior to I0R membershipi (2) structural 
characteristics of IORs ; (3) relational attributes of IORs ; and (4) character- 
istics of the IOR interaction processes. In addition, analysis of the inter- 
actions within and between these data sets will provide a comprehensive view 
of the complexity of inter-organizational collaboration. Also* evaluation 
designs that utilize this analytical fra ework will provide a total look at- . 
the potential for IOR effectiveness, 
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